
Most researchers, policymakers, and educators believe 
that children do better in school when their parents are 
involved in their education. However, there is no gold 
standard for how to engage parents in their children’s 
schooling. For example, according to the federal No 
Child Left Behind Act (NCLB), parents should be given 
ample opportunities to become actively involved at 
the child’s school, assist with their child’s learning, 
and become full partners in decision-making or 
advisory committees. While NCLB enumerates various 
ways parents should be engaged in their children’s 
schooling, the law does not offer suggestions about 
how to draw parents into participation. Consequently, 
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schools often employ a broad range of parent-
involvement efforts, with little clear evidence about 
what works best and for whom. 

Most programs focus their engagement efforts on 
parents of elementary school students, even though 
middle school students can also benefit from their 
parents’ involvement. Around the middle school years, 
children often become less focused on school and run 
the risk of disengaging. Some middle schools involve 
parents to keep students engaged—often using the same 
strategies as elementary schools, such as encouraging 
parents to visit the school or help with homework. 
However, recent studies suggest that parents 
might better help their adolescents by simply (and 
consistently) talking to them about the importance of 
school, expressing their expectations for achievement, 
and motivating them to work hard. Such strategies are 
well-aligned with middle schoolers’ growing need for 
independence and, at the same time, promote positive 
academic outcomes. 

School Engagement Among Parents of Middle School Youth 
By Angela Valdovinos D’Angelo, Lauren Rich, and Amelia Kohm

Policy should adjust to the logic of 
people’s lives, instead of requiring  
people to adjust to policy.

—Sudhir Venkatesh,  
        New Directions in Youth Policy Forum, 2008
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Strategies to involve parents in the academic lives of 
their children generally fall into three major categories:

n Home-based involvement includes approaches  
 such as communicating with the child about school,  
 helping with homework, visiting places that promote  
 academic success (e.g., museums), and making home  
 a learning environment by providing access to books  
 or newspapers.

n School-based involvement consists of parents  
 visiting the school for meetings or one-time school  
 events, participating on the school governing board,  
 volunteering for or chaperoning events at school, and  
 communicating with teachers and other staff. 

n Academic socialization entails parents communicating  
 their expectations about education and how valuable  
 and useful it is, connecting homework to real life  
 events, encouraging educational and job goals, and  
 planning for the future.

The text box reviews key research studies that examine 
these ideas in greater depth.

This issue brief draws on Chapin Hall’s multiyear 
evaluation of a full-service schools initiative (Elev8), 
using the initiative as an illustrative case study to 
reflect on the efficacy of different parent engagement 
approaches during the middle school years.1  Using 
data collected from extensive interviews with 

Adolescence is characterized by a strong desire for 
independence, which can cause tension between parents 
and youth as their roles and relationships change (Lerner 
& Steinberg, 2004). Yet, few studies have considered 
whether different forms of parent educational involvement 
are better at fostering adolescents’ developmental goals 
(such as autonomy) while also considering the possible 
positive association with youths’ school achievement (Hill 
& Tyson, 2009). Furthermore, inconsistent definitions of 
“involvement” have led to conflicting research findings 
about the association between parent involvement and 
academic achievement. Hill and Taylor (2004) found a 
strong relationship between the two while Bronstein, 
Ginsburg, and Herrera (2005) indicated there was no 
association.

In response to these inconsistencies, Hill and Tyson (2009) 
conducted a meta-analysis of parent involvement studies 
to determine which types of involvement are associated 
with achievement among middle school youth. Building on 
seminal definitions of parent involvement in school (Comer, 
1995; Grolnick & Slowiaczek, 1994), Hill and Tyson 
analyzed 50 studies to evaluate the associations between 
three types of strategies and adolescent academic success: 
(1) home-based involvement, (2) school-based involvement, 
and (3) academic socialization. They found that academic 
socialization, which includes talking to the youth about 
academic aspirations and parent expectations, had the 

strongest positive association with academic outcomes. 
The authors indicated that this positive association 
could be attributed to the way these strategies “scaffold 
adolescents’ burgeoning autonomy” (p.758). School-
based involvement—such as volunteering at the school or 
attending PTA meetings—and home-based involvement 
were also positively associated with school success but to 
a lesser degree than academic socialization. The home-
based strategy of homework help showed negative links to 
academic achievement, but the reason for this association is 
unclear. Parents who supervise homework might undermine 
a student’s autonomy and decrease the student’s motivation 
to succeed. On the other hand, parents of children who are 
struggling in school might be more likely than other parents 
to help their children with homework. Therefore, rather 
than causing low achievement, homework help might be the 
result of low achievement (Hill & Tyson, 2009).

It is important to note that Hill and Tyson (2009) were only 
able to assess what factors are associated with achievement. 
It remains unclear whether academic socialization and 
other factors cause achievement and thus whether programs 
that aim to boost such factors will be successful. However, 
schools, and others looking for the best available evidence 
on how to engage parents, may be well advised to spend 
their limited resources on programs that focus on academic 
socialization and other factors that are at least associated 
with achievement.

Research Highlights

1  Full-service or community schools provide students and their families with a wide range of supports, including mental and physical 
health care, extended-day programs, financial supports, and connections to other community institutions and agencies.



parents and other stakeholders, we found that some 
parents benefited significantly from certain parent 
involvement activities implemented by the initiative, 
and as a result it is likely that their children also 
benefited. On the other hand, many parents, despite 
their own and the schools’ best efforts, struggled to 
be present at their children’s schools, and often found 
it easier to monitor children’s educational progress 
from home.2 We also found that the success of parent 
engagement activities depended heavily on school staff 
building strong relationships with parents. Based on 
our findings, and those from previous studies, we offer 
the following policy recommendations:

n Parents should be provided with information on how  
 to motivate and communicate expectations to their  
 children in ways that reinforce the developmental  
 goals of adolescence.

n Schools should work to make individual connections  
 and build strong relationships with parents, perhaps  
 by having a staff member dedicated to this activity.

n As part of building relationships, efforts should be  
 undertaken to address language barriers between  
 parents and school staff. 

n Schools should limit the number of programs that  
 require parents to be at the school and make the  
 few parent-related events as accessible as possible  
 to working parents by scheduling the events in the  
 evening and providing childcare. 

n Parent leaders should be cultivated to take lead roles  
 in parent engagement efforts.

Below we provide a brief description of the Elev8 
initiative and the strengths and challenges of its 

various parent engagement strategies. We then 
illustrate the challenges to school involvement 
reported by parents in our sample. We conclude with 
further elaboration of our recommendations for future 
parent engagement work.

The Elev8 Project 

Elev8 in Chicago, which is part of a national initiative  
in four locations, focuses on five schools serving middle 
school-aged students in neighborhoods suffering from 
unemployment, crime, safety issues, and few resources 
for out-of-school time. The students in these schools 
often face serious challenges as they transition to  
high school. Elev8 aims to ease the transition through 
four pillars of activity: (1) extended-day learning  
and academic enrichment; (2) comprehensive, 
youth-friendly preventative and primary healthcare 
services; (3) family, economic, and social supports; 
and (4) parent and community engagement. Several 
goals were identified under the parent and community 
engagement pillar, including increasing parent 
involvement in the life of the school, building the 
capacity of parents to become leaders and advocate  
for their families, and increasing access to services  
for parents and students to reduce mobility and help 
students succeed in school. In practice, the primary 
focus of the parent and community engagement  
pillar has been the participation of parents in  
Elev8-sponsored activities. In addition, all of the sites 
were interested in engaging parents more fully in their 
children’s education. Thus, we focus this brief on the 
parent engagement efforts designed to draw parents 
into the school and involve them in the educational 
lives of their children.  

2  The data are drawn from extensive interviews with multiple sources. However, the timeframe in which the interviews were conducted 
was rather short, spanning only three years. Thus, any change, or lack of change, attributed to the initiative should be interpreted cau-
tiously in light of limited data available from the short course of the study.
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Strengths and Challenges of the 
Parental Engagement Effort

The Elev8 initiative did not prescribe particular parent 
engagement programs. Instead, each site developed its 
own strategies by assessing its needs and its capacities 
for building relationships between parents and the 
school. Below is a brief summary of the strengths and 
challenges of parental engagement across the sites, 
drawn from field observations at the schools and 
interviews with school stakeholders and parents:  

n Most sites were successful in drawing large numbers  
 of parents to one time Elev8 events, such as family  
 nights, extended-day showcases, and health fairs.  
 This was an improvement over the historically low  
 numbers of parents who engaged with the schools,  
 thus making more parents feel comfortable and  
 included in the school community.

n Sites were moderately successful in enrolling parents  
 in Elev8 programs focused on adult well-being or  
 self-improvement. These included aerobics, art,  
 gardening, computing, and English classes, as well as 
 workshops on health or financial planning and coffee  
 social hours. These programs typically drew on  
 a much smaller group of parents who wanted to be  
 involved or had the time to devote to courses.  
 However, one site, based in a community where  
 many mothers are not typically employed full-time,  
 succeeded in attracting a larger number of mothers  
 to classes.

n Some sites were also able to attract a small group of  
 parents to time-intensive programs that were directly  
 linked to their children’s education, such as those  
 that trained parents to be tutors or teachers’ aides.  
 For example, mothers who volunteered for the Parent  
 Mentors program were placed in a classroom at the  
 same grade level as their child, though not in their  
 child’s classroom. Parents reported that this program 
 was very successful in helping foster a connection to  
 their children’s education and encouraging them  

 to support their children’s learning at home. In  
 particular, parents reported that sitting through  
 the teachers’ lessons and helping students in the  
 classroom prepared them to help their own children  
 at home. Though the number involved in this  
 program was small, parents who participated 
 in it appeared to benefit from a deeper and richer  
 experience with their children’s teachers and school.

n To address the difficulty of drawing parents to the  
 school, one site trained teachers to visit students’  
 homes. Although the effort was limited, teachers who  
 volunteered to participate in the program reported  
 significant improvement in students’ behavior and  
 academic effort. 

n Overall, Elev8 programs brought new parents  
 into the schools and strengthened ties with parents  
 who were already involved. Parents appeared more  
 likely to become involved when they had a personal  
 relationship with an Elev8 and school staff member.  
 The Elev8 site that enrolled the most parents in  
 classes had a long-time school-home coordinator  
 with deep ties to the community and to individual  
 families. These relationships appear to have  
 provided a strong foundation on which to build Elev8 
 programs for parents. Parents knew and trusted the  
 school-home coordinator and, by extension, Elev8.  
 The coordinator also had a good sense of what types  
 of programs would be of interest to parents. 

n However, even popular parent engagement programs 
 did not necessarily increase the level of parent  
 involvement in students’ education. Some parents  
 who actively participated in these activities still did  
 not appear to have basic information about the  
 classes in which their children were enrolled or what  
 their grades were. 

Barriers to Parental Involvement

As outlined in the box on page 2, there are important 
distinctions among the three primary parental 



involvement strategies. In our interviews, parents 
talked about barriers that made it difficult for them 
to engage in all three types of strategies, although 
barriers to school-based strategies were the  
most prevalent.

With respect to school-based strategies, such as 
attending school events or meetings, parents most 
often mentioned that the demands of work on 
top of household responsibilities hindered their 
participation. As Margarita, a married mother of  
four, put it: 

I really do not go to the school because…I work six 
days [a week], 12 hours [a day]. I’m usually always 
sleeping, I do chores, cook, and I don’t even do 
house chores every day, really. So I’m always in  
a hurry… 

This mother’s description of the stresses imposed by 
her daily schedule was not atypical. Not surprisingly, 
single mothers most frequently expressed such 
sentiments. As Christina, a 45-year-old mother of 
three, explained: 

I used to be very involved in the school. Now I 
work…longer hours. I work for the government 
and I have a busy schedule. My husband passed 
away, so it’s only me now. So I don’t have time to 
get involved as much as—even if I would like to,  
I just—I’m the only provider right now. 

In addition, mothers in several households were the 
sole providers of the family because their husbands and 
adult children were unable to find work. Even mothers 
who were not overwhelmed with work and household 
responsibilities often found it difficult to attend school 
programs or events due to their work schedules. Thus, 
several parents suggested that schools hold programs 
on weekends.

In addition to challenging work hours, mothers also 
spoke of the difficulties of attending school-related 
meetings or functions when they had very young 
children or when their children were enrolled in 

different schools. As Sofia, a married mother of  
three, said: 

I have the three [kids] and I have one here, here, 
and here. When there’s a meeting I go here or here 
and sometimes all of them overlap and I can’t go. 

Some parents also described the stresses of caring for 
children with behavioral or physical health problems 
that demanded a great deal of time and attention from 
parents who were already stretched to their maximum. 
In some cases, primary caregivers’ (particularly 
grandparents’) own health problems prevented them 
from attending events or participating in programs 
at the school. As Pat, an elderly grandmother with 
custody of two of her grandchildren, explained: 

Yeah, I feel like any parent should be trying to see 
about their child or be involved. Like I say, I had 
a hip replacement, and I don’t have a car, and I 
can’t do no walking no long way, no three or four 
blocks. I can’t do that.

Finally, some parents faced multiple stressors that 
included many of the aforementioned challenges and 
others. For example, Bonita, a single mother of four, 
had a job that required her to leave the house at 6:30 
a.m., before her children left for school, and did not 
return home until 6:30 p.m., well after the school day 
had ended. In addition, she also spoke of her struggles 
with an older child who has severe behavioral problems, 
her own health problems, the death of a child who was 
only eight months old, and the incarceration of her 
son’s father. This mother, perhaps due to the major 
stresses in her life, was unaware until after the end of 
the school year that her son had been retained in grade. 
Although she represents an extreme case, persistent 
poverty is often associated with such stressors and with 
facing multiple stressors at the same time. 

Many parents faced barriers to being involved in 
activities requiring them to be present at the school. 
However, they were able to use parent-teacher 
communication to remain involved with their 

School Engagement Among Parents of Middle School Youth  5



children’s education. They checked in with their 
children’s teachers, a school-based strategy that 
they could do by phone, e-mail, or letters sent home 
with the child. One Elev8 school helped parents stay 
connected by encouraging school staff to regularly 
communicate with parents about their children’s 
academic and behavioral performance. Parents 
struggled with home-based strategies, such as helping 
with homework. A number of mothers reported 
success in monitoring youth to make sure homework 
was completed, but they also stressed that they had 
difficulties providing homework help because they had 
limited knowledge about the subject. 

Academic socialization was an important theme in 
the parent interviews. Parents often stressed that they 
wanted to their children to understand the importance 
of doing well in school, but that they were unsure how 
best to motivate them. For example, Anna, a single 
mother of four said, 

My greatest challenge is probably keeping 
them on track. . . just staying on ’em and just 
reminding them how important it is to finish 
school and also set goals after that.  

Parents clearly cared about the education of their 
children and seemed able and willing to be involved 
if they could overcome the barriers that they faced. 
Academic socialization showed the strongest positive 
association to academic outcomes in the literature, 
and, interestingly, it is likely the easiest strategy for 
many busy parents since they can do it from home. 
Moreover, motivating students and helping them  
set goals is a strategy that addresses adolescents’ 
growing need for independence while also reinforcing 
parental support.

However, challenges to involvement exist that 
cannot easily be addressed by emphasizing one 
strategy over another. A significant number of Latino 
parents reported difficulties in helping children with 
homework and/or communicating with teachers due 

to language barriers. As Rosita, a married mother of 
one, explained:

Well, here, it is difficult for me, well, the fact 
that all of his classes are in English and I don’t 
speak English. That is like a barrier that I have 
because I have noticed that his grades, when he 
started regular classes, um, went down a lot. A 
whole lot. . . . Because I can’t participate well 
with his teacher, we can’t have a conversation. 
Um, and they are, are barriers that one has 
because of the language. But, well, it is my fault 
for not learning English. 

Similarly, Maria, a married mother of three, talked 
about the challenges she had understanding what her 
son’s teacher was saying about him not completing  
his homework: 

He does his homework, he does everything, 
and, no, no, I don’t understand her. She tells 
me that he doesn’t bring her his homework. 
I can’t explain myself to her when I go there 
for his report card […] And I ask her why is 
Carlos getting F’s, then sometimes I’m going 
around looking for the things he needs to do his 
homework. This or that. And she says that he 
didn’t bring it. And I tell her, I don’t understand 
because you say that he doesn’t bring it when I sit 
down and do it with him. So, I don’t understand. 

Recommendations/Future Work

Our case study of Elev8 suggests that, in schools 
serving high-poverty neighborhoods, there is a group 
of parents who can participate in and benefit from 
programs based at their children’s schools. Especially 
promising were programs that brought parents into 
the classroom. However, there is likely to be a larger 
group of parents, particularly those struggling with 
the stresses of poverty, who may be unable to spend 
significant amounts of time at their children’s schools. 
Based on our findings, along with existing research 
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on parent involvement strategies, we recommend 
that many schools reconsider their efforts to connect 
with parents. In particular, research suggests that 
in comparison to school-based involvement, a better 
investment of parents’ time might be “academic 
socialization,” or speaking effectively with their 
children about the importance of education and 
helping them think about their futures. Indeed, middle 
school students, who are both seeking independence 
and at risk of disengaging from school, might be in 
particular need of academic socialization. Parents 
can help their children to think about what education 
means to them, to set their own goals for schooling, 
and to decide how best to reach them. 

Our experience documenting Elev8 also suggests 
the importance of schools building relationships with 
parents as the first step to engaging them in other ways. 
Indeed, it appears that investments of resources in 
parent classes or support services have limited payoff 
without a prior relationship-building effort.  
An example of such an effort is the Parent Institute  
for Quality Education (PIQE) program, which is in 
schools throughout California and in several other 
states. We reviewed evaluations of several parent 
engagement programs, and PIQE stood out in its 
ability to connect hard-to-reach parents to their 
children’s schools. The program helps parents become 
educational advocates for their students through 
a free 9-week curriculum. A typical school in Los 
Angeles was able to draw over 100 parents to these 
classes (Gonzalez & Chrispeels, 2008). A formative 
evaluation found that “PIQE is particularly effective in 
recruiting and retaining parents who have previously 
felt unwelcome or insecure in their children’s schools 
because of education, language, cultural, or economic 
concerns . . . Its success in these areas is in large part 
due to the ability of its recruiters and instructors to 
form personal connections with parents” (Golan & 
Petersen, 2002). A primary concern among parents 
interviewed for Elev8 was how to motivate their 
children to do well in school. PIQE’s curriculum 

focuses on this concern.  Parents who participate 
learn to create a home study location and time of day 
for homework as well as how to talk to their children 
about academic successes and challenges and their 
expectations for the future. 

We also recommend that programs like Elev8, which 
seek to improve parents’ engagement with their 
children’s school, make a significant initial investment 
in reaching out to parents through home visits and 
telephone conversations. Because most schools 
have very limited resources for parent engagement, 
emphasis should be on high quality (rather than high 
quantity) interactions with all parents, giving priority 
to parents of students struggling in school. School 
staff who know the child should contact the parents, 
listen to their concerns, and make clear their personal 
concern for the child’s interests. Ideally, an initial 
contact should be followed later in the school year by 
a report on the child’s progress and discussion about 
how the school and parent can continue to foster 
the child’s achievement. In addition, as indicated 
above, many Latino parents experience difficulty 
communicating with teachers about their children’s 
progress. Furthermore, mothers like Rosita or Maria 
are becoming more common as the Latino population 
rapidly expands. More work is needed to help parents 
like these gain the language skills to engage in their 
child’s schooling or make the school context more 
amenable to them.

If resources allow, we recommend a smaller investment 
in a limited number of programs offered at school 
for those who are able to attend. The focus, again, 
should be on parenting issues and motivating children 
academically. Programs should be scheduled during 
evenings and weekends and offer childcare whenever 
possible. Finally, we suggest that, after initial 
investment in building relationships with parents 
and offering programs, schools identify potential 
parent leaders who can recruit other parents to school 
programs and events.
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Conclusion

Elev8 provides a useful case study of the various 
strategies that schools use to forge deeper 
connections to parents. Often these efforts flounder, 
possibly because they fail to address the changing 
developmental needs of middle school students and 
overlook the many struggles that a significant number 
of parents face. We recommend that schools focus on 
developing a solid connection to parents, meeting 
them where they are in their lives (both physically 
and psychologically) and identifying the best ways 
to help them promote their adolescent’s academic 
socialization.
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